The volumes under discussion, while very different in nature and value, reflect a growing dissatisfaction with the application of a classic Childean paradigm to the evolution of Egyptian civilisation. An increasing number of studies are now questioning the once axiomatic importance of settled village life as the basis for early state formation, and returning to older models in which mobile groups, and particularly pastoralists, played a greater role. As they apply to Egypt, many of these models were formulated during the early twentieth century, and reflect broader assumptions of their time concerning the evolutionary potential of indigenous African populations. Accordingly, they need to be treated with critical care, even by well meaning archaeologists whose aim seems to be to turn those same ideas on their head, in order to demonstrate a pristine African genesis for such important innovations as plant cultivation or animal domestication.
Nabta Playa
For over a decade now, the fieldwork of the Combined Prehistoric Expedition in Egypt's south-western desert has been a source of heated controversy, owing to their claim for a local domestication of African cattle in this region during the Early Holocene. The main proponents of this view, Professors Wendorf & Schild, had their fingers badly burned during the 1980s over claims for local cereal domestication in the Late Palaeolithic Nile valley, which were based upon an intrusive sample, eventually exposed through their own scrupulous application of accelerator mass spectrometry dating. Bitten, but not shy, they have expressed their views on the presence of domestic cattle at Nabta Playa during the ninth to eigth millennia cal BC in a range of high profile articles, and incorporate them into the chronological framework of this large monograph, which represents the culmination of many years' dedicated research. Both in this volume and the supplementary study of pottery that accompanies it, the contributors follow the Neolithic sequence of Nabta Playa proposed in earlier reports. This sequence commences some four millennia prior to that
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David Wengrow* * Christ Church, Oxford, England. of the Nile valley, such that the Early Neolithic (Badarian/Khartoum Neolithic) of the latter region corresponds broadly to the Late Neolithic of Nabta Playa.
Before commenting on the validity of this framework, it is important to stress the objective contribution that these volumes make to the prehistory of the eastern Sahara. They are extremely well produced, with ample illustrations and statistics, and no detail is spared in the description of habitation sites and small finds. Important chapters by Krystyna Wasylikowa and Achilles Gautier bring the floral and faunal records of Nabta Playa up to date, and detailed studies of human skeletal and bird remains are also offered. The second volume, edited by Kit Nelson, deals with pottery, but is not a conventional ceramic report. Rather, it is a collection of essays on the typology, distribution, and technology of Early Holocene ceramic production in North East Africa. Maria Gatto's essay on 'stylistic attributes and regional relationships' is of particular importance to regional specialists, especially in its convincing, if slightly coy, backdating of the Khartoum Variant of Lower Nubia. The striking distribution of Early Holocene impressed wares across Middle Africa, from the Atlantic to the Red Sea, is commented upon by a number of authors, but there is a disappointing reluctance to discuss their significance on anything but a local scale. There are also regrettably few insights into the function of these vessels, beyond the observation that they were probably not used for cooking (p. 3). It is also a pity that the typological system developed in this second volume, which is considerably more useful than its predecessors, has not been adopted by the excavators in the main site report.
In all respects other than the putative presence of early domestic cattle, the archaeological record of Nabta Playa appears from this report to be pretty much as one would expect. The general impression is of small forager communities exploiting a wide variety of plant resources around the shores of a seasonal lake during the Early Holocene. These groups also engaged in opportunistic hunting activities and made pottery and ostrich-eggshell beads. At some point during the seventh or early sixth millennium cal BC (all dates in the actual reports are uncalibrated) exotic sheep and goat were introduced, ultimately from a South-west Asian source, and this date for their introduction is corroborated by evidence from sites further to the east such as Sodmein Cave, en route to the Red Sea coast. This period falls within the excavators' 'Middle Neolithic', which has undergone a major revision since its original description in a number of preliminary reports. According to the final report, the evidence for this period is now reduced to a single habitation site (E-75-8), and other locales formerly assigned to it have now been dated back to the 'Early Neolithic' (i.e. the Early Holocene).
This correction makes any evaluation of the long-term development of the Nabta region and its economy difficult, particularly given the very small sample of cattle bones recovered from E-75-8. It is also disconcerting to read that the dating of the earliest sheep/goat remains at Nabta Playa is the 'most economical explanation' of their location (p. 385); the comforts of stratigraphic certainty are clearly lacking among the playa sands and silts. There is a clear reduction in the size of cattle bones during the sixth-fifth millennia BC ('Late Neolithic'), but it is unclear whether this is due to the introduction of domestic herds from further east or a gradual, local process of herd management (Gautier, p. 628). The argument that this process had already begun at Nabta Playa during the Early Holocene is based primarily upon the assertion that wild cattle could not otherwise have survived in this region, due to its aridity. Wasylikowa's chapter leaves plenty of room for doubt on this front, however. While notions of an Early Holocene 'green desert' are no doubt exaggerated, Nabta Playa was clearly located close to the northern frontier of Sahel/savannah vegetation. The implications for this debate of mitochondrial DNA sequences from Old World cattle appear to be more equivocal than the excavators imply, and it is a pity that they were unable to address the various important critiques of their theory put forward in Blench & MacDonald (2000) . Finally, it seems inherently unlikely that Early Holocene cattle could have served as 'walking larders' in the way that they suggest (e.g., p. 657), as the development of regular dairying would surely not have formed part of the initial domestication process.
While earlier attempts at animal management cannot be entirely excluded, the first convincing evidence for cattle domestication seems to occur during the so-called 'Late Neolithic' of Nabta Playa, which corresponds broadly to the earliest evidence for herding economies in other parts of Egypt and Sudan, integrating this locale into a wider regional pattern. As in these other areas, it is accompanied by ritual treatments of animal bodies in the form of burials. The excavators have proposed that these burials form part of a large complex of megalithic sculpture and architecture, incorporating a solar calendar made up of small sandstone slabs (discussed by various authors in Chapters 14-7). These latter claims have been widely publicised in preliminary reports and articles, and many people will be turning to these chapters to discover the substance behind them. The result is ultimately disappointing, and I find it extremely difficult to accept either the interpretation of these extensive rock scatters (many of which are not in situ) or the evidence for their dating, which is based upon three widely varying C14 determinations and a small number of loosely associated artefacts.
Volumes 1 and 2 of Nabta Playa are a superb addition to the prehistory of the eastern Sahara, but the rich data they offer are compromised by rigid adherence to what remains a highly questionable hypothesis for the origins of herding economies in North East Africa. This hypothesis is not made more palatable by a heavy reliance upon ethnographic parallels drawn from early twentieth century studies of pastoral societies in southern Sudan, constantly described in the present tense, or by the revival of Herskovits' notion of an African Cattle Complex, already described as a 'mouldering cliché' by Lucy Mair in the 1980s (for all of these points, see Wengrow 2001 ).
Tourists
We turn now from the Western to the Eastern Desert of Egypt, and to a different calibre of publication altogether. Genesis of the Pharaohs wears its sensational subtitle like a fig-leaf, and demands a frank response. Its author has kept up his interest in Egypt by acting as a guide for Ancient World Tours. This company offers a package holiday set up by David Rohl. Rohl has become famous for making a pretty penny off that pre-Enlightenment underbelly of western culture which still hungers for an irrational account of its own origins. The tour involves a five day safari in the Eastern Desert, during which tourists are 'briefed on how to record petroglyphs' (p. 31). The company's Web-site states that 'Many of our passengers … have been published for discoveries made in the desert', and this presumably includes names that keep cropping up in Genesis of the Pharaohs.
During one stopover Wilkinson claims to have discovered a 'treasure-house of images' that 'had never been recorded before ' (p. 10) . So what do these new discoveries consist of? Well, it is very hard to say, since all of the material illustrated in this volume is well known to archaeologists, much of it having been in print for the best part of a century. Wilkinson's methods are similarly antiquated. Discover the origins of a magic symbol, he suggests, and you unlock the key to an ancient civilisation; an approach favoured by those swastika-seekers of the early twentieth century whose 'twisted ideology' he chides in Chapter 1. Wilkinson's strategy seems to be to assert that archaeologists know much less than they actually do, in order to present his own very old ideas as original thoughts. Take, for instance, his bold claim to have solved the intractable problem of identifying predynastic imagery among Egypt's rock art, by comparing petroglyphs to images on painted pottery. This is presented as an entirely new approach, but has of course been tried -with many of the same examples, and equally unconvincing results -since the early twentieth century. In Chapter 4, rather than bother with the extensive archaeological record of the Naqada II period, Wilkinson seeks to convey 'life in predynastic Egypt' through a potted biography of a fictional character called Sen, a milk-swigging animist with bourgeois pretensions, who spends much of his time dodging crocodiles, but is none too upset when a close friend or relative is eaten by one, because (hey, shucks) 'it was simply part and parcel of the natural order' (p.131). The pretext for this sloppiness is presumably a desire to present the reader with an 'engaging detective story' (front sleeve), but we are clearly in the intellectual territory of Enid Blyton rather than Umberto Eco.
Wilkinson's opening chapter attempts to deal with the history of scholarship on Egyptian rock art. Incredibly, there is no mention here of the Hamitic hypothesis, which first led scholars to date rock carvings of cattle to the predynastic period, on the grounds that modern pastoralists in North-east Africa are living remnants of a racial substratum that preceded the emergence of Egyptian civilisation. By failing to understand the theoretical basis of their errors, Wilkinson is fated to repeat them. The essence of the hypothesis was that indigenous Africans could not have created Egyptian civilisation, and the Hamitic substratum was believed to contain an admixture of Semitic and even IndoEuropean elements, introduced to Africa through pastoral migrations. This was, of course, another variant on the colonial fantasy of a 'dynastic race', coming from outside to civilise a savage Africa; a theory now revived by David Rohl, and rejected in a rather apologetic manner by Wilkinson, despite what he finds to be its 'enchanting' appeal (p. 148). But one does not have to believe in migrations to support the notion of a master race. According to Wilkinson, the Badarians of Neolithic Egypt were able to resist climatic onslaughts and become the 'ancestors of the pharaohs' because, through their seasonal movements, they 'and their descendants had developed the physical, mental and social resources to survive -to survive and prosper ' (p. 185) . This interpretation is offered as an antidote to prevailing archaeological theories of early state formation, which according to Wilkinson have had nothing to say on the matter other than: 'when freed from the daily search for food, the ancient Egyptians were able to devote their energies to other activities' (p. 164).
Genesis of the Pharaohs is littered with basic factual errors, anachronisms and painful omissions. The prehistoric Nile Delta is wrongly characterised as an impoverished swamp, there is no mention at all of the Fayum Neolithic, and we are asked to believe that barley was cultivated at Nabta Playa during the Early Holocene. Painted images from a predynastic linen found at Gebelein are compared to a boat carving that almost certainly dates to the New Kingdom. A painted bowl 'overlooked by generations of scholars' Review (p. 75) can in fact be found in recent scholarly and popular publications. Wilkinson's assertions regarding the mobile character of predynastic material culture, and the seasonal character of 'villages' in the Neolithic Nile valley appear to be taken, rather clumsily, from Wengrow (2001) without attribution (thanks, perhaps, for small mercies …). In short, this text could easily pass as an undergraduate term paper, of the less worthy (but amusing) variety.
More serious, I would suggest, are the implications of this book, and the activities out of which it arises, for Egyptian rock art. In a postscript, Wilkinson bemoans the destruction of ancient petroglyphs through mining and road construction. But surely he realises that by letting loose groups of unqualified tourists on those same images, and then claiming that they have been properly studied and dated, he is himself fuelling their destruction (and at least roads and quarries have their public uses, as opposed to holidays for a western elite). I suspect that Genesis of the Pharaohs was written with television in mind, starring Dr.Wilkinson. If Thames & Hudson are willing to line the coffers of Ancient World Tours by publishing this book, then no doubt some production company will also be lax enough to take it on. But I hope not. It should by now be obvious to everyone that there is more at stake in western representations of Africa and the Middle East than the likelihood of poor ratings.
Perhaps, one could argue optimistically, we are getting better at general theories of inhabitation, with a range of concepts now widely debated in literature: above all of place within landscape, and of the habitus and taskscape. We are more aware, the optimistic argument might continue, of the symbolic dimensions of houses, and issues of permanence, sedentism and mobility have been less taken for granted than previously. On the other hand, taking the pessimistic view, one could see much of this as only very general modelling, producing abstractions applicable
